For centuries, Cervantes' classic novel Don Quixote has generated discussion in medical circles because of the peculiar behaviour of the protagonist Alonso Quijano. Commentators have included Sydenham and Freud. Cervantes described the adventures of a previously calm and righteous middle-aged Spanish nobleman who, because of an 'excess of reading', became convinced that he was a knight errant and with his servant Sancho Panza set off in search of his fortune. In his eyes, real objects became fantastic and the best known of his tragicomic adventures is the battle with ferocious giants that were in reality windmills. Of the diagnoses that have been offered, several are psychiatric, including schizoparanoid diseasel ,2. Here we suggest a neurological possibility in addition.
CLINICAL FEATURES
Analysing Don Quixote's clinical picture directly from the novel, we note the following.
Cognitive decline Don Quixote's decline is characterized by:
(a) disturbances of judgment ('His brain was exhausted to that degree that at last he lost the use of his reason' [Book I, chapter 1]); (b) advocated rectal anaesthesia: 'I have found out, by experimenting on animals that ether vapours can be brought into the circulation through a different method . I have to come to the conclusion . that the inspiration method should be completely abandoned'. Warned that introduction of liquid ether into the rectum would be dangerous, Pirogoff designed a method for administering ether vapour rectally and was sure his method would supplant the inhalational technique. Abandoned for over 30 years, his method found new acceptance in 1884 in the work of Molliere. The technique had its advocates and its adversaries, who rejected it because of mucosal injury. The concept of oil-ether colonic anaesthesia emerged in the early 20th century. Venita Jay
